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Preface

The charitable reader of this book will forgive the anachronism of its title.
Adam Smith was not a ‘theologian.’ Nor was he an ‘economist.” These are
present-day labels for present-day intellectual enterprises. There has been
much division of labour in the academic industry since Smith’s day. The
modern university is an ever-expanding pin factory. Though some lines of
descent may be traced, there is little resemblance between the kind of work
we do now and the kind of work that Adam Smith did at Glasgow in the
1750s, or that William Paley did at Cambridge in the 1760s.

In the 18th century the learned were known as ‘men of letters.” Only in
the 19th century did the new genus ‘men of science’ appear. But at least
since the Renaissance men of letters had often specialized in either ‘divine
letters’ or ‘humane letters.’ The former, known in the 18th century as
‘divines,” studied the Bible and the Fathers, the history and development
of church doctrine, what in the 18th century were known as ‘natural” and
‘revealed’ theology, respectively, and what we might today call “philosophi-
cal theology’ and ‘philosophy of religion.” The latter, originally known as
‘humanists,’ studied the literature of classical antiquity, history and philos-
ophy—including both the ‘natural philosophy’ of Newton that we now call
‘science,” and ‘moral and political philosophy’ both classical and modern.

Yet even this specialization was never complete, in Britain at any rate,
before the mid-19th century. Partly because of the requirements of the uni-
versity curriculum, which existed both to train the clergy of the national
church and to educate the next generation of the ruling class in their respon-
sibilities and duties, academics such as Smith and Paley had to keep a foot
in each camp. Though today Paley is remembered chiefly as a divine, his
lectures in moral and political philosophy contained matter we can clearly
identify as ‘economic analysis’ and which led Keynes to call him ‘the first
of the Cambridge economists.” Though Adam Smith is generally thought
of as the father of what his English successors called °political economy,’
he lectured at Glasgow on natural theology among other things, and his
published works contain much that is now recognized as ‘theology’—not
to mention ethics, history of science, psychology, linguistics, aesthetics
and literary criticism. But in fact both Paley and Smith were regarded, and




9 From Civil to Political Economy
Adam Smith’s Theological Debt

Adrian Pabst

INTRODUCTION

Since the onset of the global economic crisis in 2007, critics of the neoliberal
“Washington consensus’ have looked to Adam Smith for an N:mnnmmwm to
the hitherto prevailing intellectual orthodoxy. Such critics are right to insist
that Smith is wrongly portrayed as a precursor of either neoclassical eco-
nomics or capitalist market fundamentalism—or indeed both. In different
ways, economists, philosophers and historians as diverse as Amartya Sen,
Knud Haakonssen, David Raphael, Emma Rothschild, Andrew Skinner,
Donald Winch and Giovanni Arrighi have all shown that Smith is a theorist
of the market that is governed by noncommercial values like prudence and
generosity which serve the quest for social justice rather than simply the
mzmm:# of private profit. The link between the Theory of Moral Sentiments
(first edition, 1759) and the Wealth of Nations (first edition, 1776) is the
shared ethical foundation of economic activity and social existencel.

Smith’s works of moral philosophy and political economy suggest that
without institutions and practices that foster moral sentiments and uphold
reciprocal trust, human self-interest mutates into excessive risk-taking in
the search for individual benefits. Likewise, the “fellow-feeling’ of respon-
sible agents turns into the ruthless speculation of ‘prodigals and projectors’.
By contrast, Smith’s idea of the ‘invisible hand of the market’ is an argu-
ment in favour of virtues and qualities such as prudence, justice, humanity,
generosity and public spirit. Far from licensing the domination of {ree-float-
ing capital and oligarchic ownership, Smith’s morally embedded market
economy—so the argument goes—uses economic production and exchange
in order to foster intellectual emancipation and social progress as well as
promote political enlightenment and civil society. o

The present essay contends that this progressive reading of Smith ignores
the influence of theological concepts and religious ideas on his work, nota-
bly three distinct strands: first, 17th- and 18th-century natural theology;
second, Jansenist Augustinianism; third, Stoic arguments of theodicy.
Taken together, these theological elements help explain why Smith’s moral
philosophy and political economy intensify the secular early modern and
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Enlightenment idea that the Fall brought about ‘radical evil’ and a “father-
less world’ in need of permanent divine intervention. As such, Smith views
the market as a divine regulation of human sinfulness and an instrument to
serve God’s providential plan. Indeed, the ‘invisible hand of the market’ rep-
resents a nominalist realm where human cooperation intersects with divine
providence, blending private self-interest with the public commonweal.

I will also argue that Smith’s conception of a morally neutral market is
ultimately incompatible with creedal Christianity, in particular orthodox
catholic Christian ideas of the common good in which all can share and
the practice of charity for those most in need who have been abandoned by
state bureaucracy and the marketplace. The main reason is that Smith, not
unlike Calvin, tends to divorce human contract from divine gift by divid-
ing the theo-logic of gratuitous reciprocal giving from the economic logic
of contract—a dualism that bears an uncanny resemblance with Sudrez’s
Baroque scholasticism of which Smith’s friend David Hume was rightly
critical. In particular, the Reformation and Counter-Reformation theology
of Calvin, Luther and Sudrez sunders ‘pure nature’ from the supernatural
and develops a ‘two ends’ account of human nature, according to which
human beings have a natural end separate from their supernatural finality.
So instead of participating in the divine oikonomia of asymmetrical gift-
exchange, human society and the economy operate autonomously and are
ordered toward a purely natural end. . .

Perhaps most significantly, Smith conceptualizes the market mechanism
as both a fundamental precondition for interpersonal relationality and at
the same time separate from the sociality it engenders. Smith’s anthropology

‘hovers halfway between Machiavelli and Mandeville’s bono ceconomicus

in the search for maximal profit, on the one hand, and the diametrically
opposed conception of man as a gift-exchanging animal striving for mutual
social recognition, on the other hand. By viewing market exchange as sepa-
rate from the private virtues of benevolence, justice and prudence, he intro-
duces a split between the exercise of moral virtues and the operation of
commercial society. Such a divide is wholly foreign to the project of an
overarching civil compact in the writings of Smith’s contemporary Antonio
Genovesi and other members of the Italian schools of civic humanism and
civil economy?. In consequence, Smith’s ceuvre marks a decisive shift from
civil to political economy.

1. SMITH’S INDEBTEDNESS TO
NEWTONIAN NATURAL THEOLOGY

Pace Amartya Sen and the other proponents of Smith’s ‘progressive’ rehabil-
itation, the Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS) and the Wealth of Nations
(WN) are not primarily concerned with reflections on behavioural norms
and social institutions that Smith deemed indispensable for an efficient
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and effective operation of the market. Rather, the overriding objective of
Smith’s moral philosophy and political economy is to show how and why
human agency is compatible with divine providence. Such an endeavour
can only be properly understood in the wider context of 17th- and 18th-
century science, in particular modern natural theology.

Broadly defined, natural theology is a science that seeks to prove the
existence of God and divine purpose based on observing nature and using
human reason. As such, it is distinct and separate from the science of
revealed theology that views God and divine purpose as unintelligible to
human understanding and therefore focuses on scriptural revelation and
supernatural faith. By contrast with the patristic and medieval fusion of
theology with philosophy and faith with reason, modernity successively
separated philosophy and physics from theology which the Church Fathers
and Doctors had viewed as the queen of the sciences®. In this process, faith
was sundered from reason, and reason was gradually reduced to the nar-
row rationality of logical deduction, mathematical calculation and scien-
tific experimentation, notably in the work of Robert Boyle, who was one of
the main 17th-century natural theologians*.

Partly as a reaction against this aporetic dualism between blind faith and
instrumental reason, the Scottish {and the Italian) Enlightenment of which
Smith was a leading figure sought to retrieve pre-rational feelings or pas-
sions as an intermediary sphere that mediates between rationality and reli-
gious belief. Instead of opting for an agnosticism that perpetuates the split
between discursive reason and ineffable faith by bracketing the ‘emotions
(as Wolff, Kant and other influential modern philosophers would do), Ital-
ian Renaissance and Scottish Enlightenment philosophers like Vico, Hume
and (to a much lesser extent) Smith viewed the public realm predominantly
as one of sympathy governed by social bonds of mutual help and reciprocal
giving—a vision that expresses both the reasonableness of religious belief
and the pre-rational trust involved in reasoning. Thus, conventional discus-
sions of Smith in terms of Baconian empiricism versus Cartesian rational-
ism entirely miss the point that his moral philosophy (not unlike Hume’s)
is part of a ‘third way’ that attempts to blend experience with rationality
and views moral sentiments as in some sense prior to both faith and reason.

However, Smith is much more indebted to the natural theology that
Hume repudiates in his posthumously published Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion. Here one has to distinguish between two very differ-
ent schools of natural theology that emerged in 17th-century England and
shaped the Scottish Enlightenment’: first, John Wilkins and Robert Boyle
who focused on the lawful operation of the universe under a providen-
tial order and, second, the Cambridge Platonists led by Ralph Cudworth
who shifted the emphasis to the wondrousness of nature disclosed by the
vision of beauty and also by spiritual experience of the entire cosmos. Like
his fellow political economists and other figures of the Scottish Enlight-
enment, Smith was profoundly influenced by Isaac Newton’s development
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and transformation of Wilkins and Boyle’s natural theology. It was Colin
MacLaurin’s essay on the Newtonian ‘system’ (circulating since 1728 and
published in 1748 as An Account of Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophical Dis-
coveries) that provided the principal source for Smith’s knowledge of New-
ton’s natural theology®. A

By contrast with the more holistic perspective of England’s Platonic
Renaissance at Cambridge, Smith embraced MacLaurin’s more experimen-
tal and antisystematic variant of Newton’s natural theology—a methodol-
ogy that applies equally to physics and ethics and underpins both Smith’s
moral philosophy and his political economy (a key issue to which I will
return in the following sections). Indeed, MacLaurin’s Newtonian per-
spective sees true religion as entirely separate from either Aristotelian or
Cartesian systems and their quest for primary causation or first principles.
Likewise, Smith seeks to overcome the legacy of Baroque Scholasticism by
transforming and developing the tradition of natural law in the direction of
an empirical and evolutionary science of society governed by moral laws.
That is why Smith repudiates not only the a priori foundation of Aristote-
lian and Cartesian rationalism but also the artificial character of Hobbes-
ian and Lockean contractualism.

More specifically, Smith’s debt to Newton’s natural theology is signifi-
cant for the following reasons. First of all, Smith inherits from Wilkins and
Boyle via Newton a 17th- and 18th-century conception of natural theology
as divine physics. God is a being which is invoked as a causal explanation
on a level with other causes, either as first cause which alone is causa sui

“or as an intervening cause (or indeed both). From John Ray via William

Derham to William Paley, this strand of natural theology or divine physics
purports to provide proofs for God’s existence and divine purpose for cre-
ation based on arguments about design, independently of divine revelation
or supernatural faith’. ‘

However, Smith—unlike some English natural theologians—is skepti-
cal about whether we can ever fully know the principles of reality in itself.
That’s why he rejects overarching systems like Aristotle’s and Descartes’
in favour of Boylean and Newtonian scientific experimentation. Instead of
devising a systematic philosophy of knowledge, natural theology is itself
constituted by practical experiments that provide a basis for inductive rea-
soning to general principles like gravity or inertia. These principles stand
somehow between empirical phenomena and the metaphysical structure of
reality—a position that seeks to overcome the opposition between empiri-
cism and rationalism which is fundamentally different from Kant’s tran-
.mnnuammaw_ idealism. For natural theologians like Smith, such and similar
intermediate principles are equally applicable in divine physics, moral phi-
losophy and political economy. ,

Second, Smith, not unlike Newton, believes that there are certain argu-
ments from design in nature to God and then adds to these arguments
about design in the human and social realms. As Sergio Cremaschi has
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documented, Newton deploys a new natural theology to ground a renewed
moral philosophy. In Query 31 of Optics, he writes that “And if Natural
Philosophy in all its parts, by pursuing this method, shall at length be per-
fected; the bounds of Moral Philosophy will be also enlarged”®. Newton’s
argument is that there is a physico-moral analogy between a self-regulat-
ing natural cosmos and a self-governing human society. In the same vein,
Adam Smith’s teacher Francis Hutcheson suggests that there is a parallel
link between the physical principles of inertia and gravity as well as the
moral virtues of self-love and benevolence.

This theme recurs in Smith’s own work in the form of an argument that
harmonious stability and equilibrium in the natural world provide the con-
dition for harmonious stability and equilibrium in society and the economy.
Underpinning the unity of Smith’s moral philosophy and political economy
is Newton’s method. In his Lectures on Rbetoric, Smith states that “the
Newtonian method is undoubtedly the most philosophical and in every sci-
ence, whether of Moral or Natural Philosophy, etc., vastly more ingenious,
and for that reason more engaging, than the other [i.e., the Aristotelian]”’.
For the Glasgow Professor of Moral Philosophy, Newton’s empirically
deduced principles of inertia and gravity that try to explain the irregular
movements of planets seem to offer a better account of the universe and
the social world than either Bacon’s empiricist natural philosophy or Aris-
totle’s metaphysical theory of causation or Descartes’ rationalist system
of first principles, as I have already indicated. These laws of nature that
are grounded in Newtonian natural theology constitute the link between
divine physics, moral philosophy and political economy.

Third, Smith differs from Newton in that he applies the concept of ‘laws
of nature’ primarily to moral faculties rather than the physical world or
the entire cosmic reality. In The Theory of Moral Sentiments he writes
that “those general rules which our moral faculties observe in approving
or condemning whatever sentiment or action is subjected to their exami-
nation, may much more justly be denominated such [natural laws]” than
possible regularities in nature. These moral laws are “viceregents of God
within us”1. That is why Smith thinks that moral laws are better examples
of natural laws than physical regularities in the material universe. In the
same passage in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith describes “those
general rules which our moral faculties observe [ . . .] have a much greater
resemblance to what are properly called laws, those general rules which the
sovereign lays down to direct the conduct of his subjects”.

Here Smith fuses Newtonian natural theology with one strand of the
natural law tradition, not the metaphysical realism of Aquinas’s concept
of eternal law (lex aeterna) from which the law of nature derives but
instead the ontological nominalism and voluntarism of Ockham’s concept
of God’s absolute power (potentia Dei absoluta) which imposes divine
jaw on the world:
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The wise and virtuous man [ . . . ] should, therefore, be equally willing
that all those inferior interests should be sacrificed to the greater inter-
est of the universe, to the interest of that great society of all sensible
and intelligent beings, of which God himself is the immediate admin-
istrator and director | ... ] Nor does this magnanimous resignation
to the will of the great Director of the universe seem in any respect
beyond the reach of human nature''.

By contrast with Aquinas’s Neo-Platonist synthesis of philosophy and the-
ology, Ockham’s emphasis on ontology as the science of individual things
sundered natural theology from revealed theology and paved the way for
the increasing autonomy of modern physics from theology as the queen of
the sciences. In turn, this conception prepared Galilean physical science on
the basis of which Newton forged the image of the clock and the watch-
maker'2. Crucially, it is the absence of an overarching telos that can bind
together individual parts of the world which requires the superimposition
of a system of laws through potentia Dei absoluta. Linked to this is the pri-
mary of the will over the intellect (contra Neo-Platonist metaphysical intel-
lectualism and realism) and the separation of the inner nature of individual
entities from the outer laws which regulate them (contra the Neo-Platonist
idea that individual substances only exist and operate by participating in
the divine act of being that governs them relationally by endowing all things
with a share of being and goodness).

Fourth, since both Newton and Smith reject the idea of final causal-
ity, they too must appeal to a divinely imposed set of natural and moral
laws in order to account for patterns of regularity and tendencies toward
stable equilibria’. Recently a debate has arisen on this issue, notably as to
whether Newtonian concepts determine Smith’s economic theories on gen-
eral equilibria™ or whether Smith’s political economy is decisively shaped
by Newton’s account of divine action and providence'. While there is tex-
tual evidence in support of both interpretations, surely the wider argument
has to be that Smith is indebted to Newtonian natural theology on both
accounts, precisely because stability in society and the economy requires
both natural laws and divine intervention. For our postlapsarian condition
is one of ignorance in relation to the metaphysical structures of the world.
Since the Newtonian natural law is derived from empirical experimenta-
tion and the human mind can only know intermediate principles, society as
a whole requires God’s intervening providence to attain stability.

Fifth, the consequence of the two above arguments is that Smith does
not so much switch the providential focus from physics to ethics as he
naturalizes morality. He extends and transforms Newton’s natural theol-
ogy to naturally given morality and the social order. Like his fellow Scots.
philosophers, Smith shifts the emphasis from ‘human making’ and ‘social
contract’ (as found in Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau) to ‘given nature’ and
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‘natural providence’. Since the Scottish Enlightenment embraced the idea
of indomitable forces of nature, Smith thinks in terms of given ‘sympathy’
and how it operates naturally in society—not in terms of a Ommﬁnmmmm (or,
later, a Kantian) reasoning morality based on first principles or intuitions.
Here one can go further and say with the French philosopher of science
Bruno Latour, that in modern natural and social science there is an apo-
ria between human artifice and unalterable nature'. Smith appeals to the
“nvisible hand of the market’ in order to bridge the gap between a self-
regulating natural cosmos and a self-governing human society.

Sixth, instead of viewing the creator’s relations to his creation in terms of
continuous creative activity (as for patristic and medieval ‘natural theolo-
gians’), Smith’s Newtonian natural theology shifts the emphasis on God as
an intervening cause that orders the postlapsarian chaos. By eschewing the
synthesis of natural intimations of the supernatural good in God and H.wo
idea of cosmic relationality advanced by the Cambridge Platonists, Smith
views sympathy, benevolence and ‘fellow-feeling’ as immanent, pre-ratio-
nal moral sentiments which neither reflect nor require for their operation
an ultimate transcendent source of goodness governing the whole of real-
ity. Moreover, the shift of focus from the cosmic to the social realm rein-
forces the early modern protosecular separation between the immanence
of nature and the transcendence of the supernatural. Once the whole of
reality is effectively divided into ‘pure nature’ (pura natura) and the super-
natural (a division which we owe to the 16%-century neoscholastic theology
of Francisco Sudrez), then natural theology has a tendency to reduce the
cosmos to an empirically intelligible set of natural phenomena and natural
law to a set of moral laws imposed by God’s absolute power (as Ockham
first argued)’. .

Finally and crucially, the very idea of ‘pure nature’ and the primacy
of the human individual self over the public social collective draw on a
theology of the Fall and original sin which a number of Reformation m:.m
Counter-Reformation theologians wrongly attributed to St Augustine. It is
this distorted, Jansenist Augustinianism that we find evidence of in Smith’s
natural theology, too—a topic I turn to in the following section.

2. WHOSE AUGUSTINE? WHAT AUGUSTINIANISM?

Broadly speaking, Smith can be linked to St Augustine in several ways.
First, Smith’s conception of evil in terms of moral corruption such as greed
and the all-too-human will-to-power seems to reflect Augustine’s account
of the Fall and sin defined as the product of human curiosity and the ten-
dency of fallen men to be self-seeking and individualist. Second, Smith’s
defense of the market as an example of a divinely regulated providential
order appears to mirror Augustine’s definition (in De Civitate Dei) of
the state as both God’s punishment and God’s remedy for sin (remedium
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peccatorum)®. Third, Smith’s focus on the interaction between self-inter-
est and benevolence seems to resonate with Augustine’s reflections on the

~ interplay of self-love and love of the neighbour, not least in the way that

the Bishop of Hippo also appears to suggest that the moral laws of nature
are to be found in the mental recesses of the ‘inner man’ rather than the
phenomenal reality of the ‘outer world” which is fallen and disordered.

However, Smith’s theory of evil and his conception of theodicy are clearly
incompatible with Augustine’s theology. First of all, Augustine defines evil
as privation of the good (privatio boni). So configured, evil has no being
in this sense that it cannot and does not exist without the good which it
denies and undermines. How so? By turning away from the highest good
in God, creation—not the creator—brings evil into existence. Evil neither
exists by itself nor by participation in the goodness of good. For Augustine,
evil is real only insofar as it is parasitical upon the good®. As such, evil is
contrary to God’s creation and divine providence alike. Smith also believes
in the goodness of “original principles in human nature” but, contrary to
Augustine’s Christian Neo-Platonism, Smith follows a Stoic conception of
evil as compatible with the divine plan for the world:

If he [the wise and virtuous man] is deeply impressed with the habitual
and thorough conviction that this benevolent and all-wise Being [God]
can admit into the system of his Government, no partial evil which is
not necessary for the universal good, he must consider all the misfor-
tunes which may befall himself, his friends, his society, or his country,
as necessary for the prosperity of the universe, and, therefore as what
he ought not only to submit to with resignation, but as what he himself,
if he had known all the connections and dependencies of things, ought
sincerely and devoutly to have wished for fitalics added)]*.

As such, Smith limits evil to the corruption of human virtuousness, whereas
Augustine views evil as both metaphysical and moral. The problem with
Smith’s natural theology is that it ignores the ontological dimension of evil
and at the same time, introduces evil into God’s providential plan—an idea
that is against Augustine’s definition of evil as privation of the supreme
good in God which diminishes the imperfect goodness of creation. As a
result, Smith’s conception of evil is diametrically opposed to Augustine’s.
Second, Smith’s partly Stoic account is not at all attributable to Augus-
tine but instead can and must be traced to Jansenist Augustinianism, in
particular the work of the Jansenists Pierre Nicole and Jean Domat, as
Gilbert Faccarello and Jean-Claude Perrot have extensively documented?.
Domat argued that God admits evil into the world because God could use
evil as a remedy by deriving good from it. Likewise, Nicole claimed that
the evil of sin and moral corruption can be used to serve God’s providen-
tial plan. These and other ideas of Jansenism were developed and trans-
mitted to French and British political economists by Pierre le Pesant de
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Boisguilbert (1647-1714) and Cantillon’s Essay of 1755. The latter was
studied by Mandeville, Hume, Quesnay and Smith himself?. .

The nomnn@nc& link between the Jansenists, the Physiocrats and m:.:mr
is the concept of self-love. Unlike Mandeville, Smith does not associate
self-love with private vice. Like the Jansenists, Smith views self-love as a
defect that is not so much the effect of original sin and the corrupt condi-
tion of postlapsarian humanity but rather part of God’s providential h_mm
for the world after the Fall: “But every part of nature, when attentively
surveyed, equally demonstrates the providential care of its Author; and we
may admire the wisdom and goodness of God even in the Smmrum.mm and
folly of man”?. In other words, Smith naturalizes mm:?._mnmm .mma in mmmn
regards the reality of human sin as an instance that requires divine provi-
dential intervention. o .

By contrast, Augustine relates self-love to concupiscence, which is a @_m-
ordered desire caused by original sin. Left to itself, it is one of the governing
principles of the earthly city which produces more evil m:.& requires remedy.
If, however, self-love is transformed by reordering desire toward _o<.m of
God and love of the neighbour, then it can help actualize the &i:n_w given
potential for human divinization or deification and the partial realization
of the City of God on earth, as Augustine argues™.

Third, all this matters because it explains why—pace Anthony Water-
man—Smith’s natural theology is neither ‘quasi-Augustinian’ nor one
among a range of ‘allowable’ Christian attempts to conceptualize .o<x or to
make sense of the idea of theodicy?’. Smith reduces Augustine’s vision of a
natural orientation toward the supernatural good in God to a set of moral
sentiments that, coupled with divine intervention, induce individual moral
conduct and also maximize the greatest happiness (of the greatest num-
ber)?¢. Instead of embracing an Augustinian Neo-Platonism account &wﬁ
accentuates human perfectibility and degrees of goodness, Smith’s rejection
of modern skepticism and fatalism tends toward a position that ultimately
oscillates between fideism and agnosticism—a dialectic of voluntaristically
imposed divine law and the residually nominalist artifice of .moo:omin reg-
ularities (which are themselves correlations between cosmic-natural and
social-human laws). g

Moreover, Smith introduces a dualism between the inner moral constitu-
tion of man and his social nature and also between the private sphere and
the public realm?. This is reflected in Smith’s sharp %m.a:oao: v.mnémm:
private and public virtues, and also between the thick ties Om.mma_.? and
friends, on the one hand, and the thin social bonds of commerce with the
rest of society, on the other hand. In turn, his dualistic conception under-
pins his notorious claim in the Wealth of Nations that we should zwn.vo
concerned with the welfare of our butcher, brewer and baker—a position
that is quite clearly incompatible with the orthodox catholic Christian
vision of the mutually augmenting dynamic triad of love of self, love of
neighbour and love of God.
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Unlike the tradition of virtue ethics stretching from Plato via Aristotle
and St Augustine to St Thomas Aquinas and the Cambridge Platonists,
Smith is closer to modern concepts of intersubjective individual nature than
to pre-modern ideas of an objective and relational cosmic order. Whereas
pre-modern conceptions emphasize the mutual mirroring of moral and
civic virtue (and do not divide virtues into public and private ones), Smith’s
moral philosophy and political economy tend to view public virtues of lib-
erty and equality as separate from private virtues of prudence and benevo-
lence, with justice hovering somehow between both spheres.

Fourth, the separation of private from public virtue in Smith’s moral

philosophy can be traced to 17th-century natural theology. As John Mil-
bank argues in Theology and Social Theory, Smith inherited from the
English natural theologians and from David Hume the idea of grounding
“the moral in something specifically pre-moral, natural and sub/rational,
namely our common animal inclinations and aversions, and our ability to
place ourselves imaginatively in the position of others. This moral philoso-
phy will not permit public laws and institutions to be considered under the
common goals of virtue, but construes them only in terms of their usual
empirically observable effects upon individuals [ . .. ] Political economy
therefore defines itself at the outset by obliterating the Christian sphere of
public charity”?. While Milbank has since then revised his appraisal of
Hume?, he is surely right to insist that Smith’s moral philosophy under-
mines the sense in which the theo-logic of charitable giving ought to be
part of the anthropo-logic of contract and market exchange—even if Smith
does stress the importance of laws and institutions in relation to virtue.
By contrast with Smith’s dualistic ethics, Christian Neo-Platonists from
Augustine to Cudworth developed a relational anthropology and ethics
whereby the individual is always already inscribed in a set of primary, real
relations within the oikos, the polis and the cosmos. Likewise, morality is
grounded in an objective ordering of relations between creation and creator
rather than based on inner moral sentiments and the human construct of
the ‘impartial spectator’.

Fifth, it follows from all these above mentioned differences with
Augustine that Smith defends a conception of justice and charity that
can only be described as anti-Augustinian and theologically questionable.
Augustine’s account of justice is based on the theological idea of a cos-
mos wherein each creature occupies a unique station in the relational
order of creation and partakes of the common good. Concretely, Augus-
tine’s account of justice is not just commutative but also distributive and
social, placing the importance of human relationships of gift-exchange
and shared ownership above considerations of procedural fairness or jus-
tice divorced from a substantive account of the good. By contrast, accord-
ing to Smith neither the real relations that pertain among all things in
the natural world nor the public realm provides the foundations for jus-
tice. Rather, it is the gradual limiting of particular self-interest by other
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particular self-interest. As a result, Smith’s idea of justice lacks any cos-
mic reality and is instead limited to human moral faculties and a set of
Jaws imposed through absolute divine power.

Sixth and finally, the Fall destroyed any perceptible link between creator
and creation and thus erased God from the phenomenality of the world—
a condition which Smith calls our “fatherless world”*’, characterized by
distrust, uncertainty and fear. In consequence, divinely instilled moral
sentiments are necessary but insufficient to bring about socially harmoni-
ous outcomes that are stable and predictable. In addition to the general
providential order of moral laws, Smith posits the special providence o.m
the “invisible hand’ in order to restrain human sin such as greed and stabi-
lize the overall economy (as Paul Oslington argues in his contribution to
this volume). Crucially, Smith views the special providence of the ‘invisible
hand’ as a response to human sinfulness in the “fatherless world’. .mmon.m a
properly Augustinian perspective, this sort of ‘natural theology’ privatizes
both justice and charity because above and beyond general providential
action based on private self-interest, there is no objective public order that
can ground relations among humans or between humans and the ‘natural
order of things'—which, for Smith, is controlled by God’s potentia &&&.&S
and therefore beyond the power of human agency. Moreover, to associate
special providence with the ‘invisible hand’ is to draw in part on a certain
ontology that resembles that of Leibniz, one of the founding fathers of .Hm;-
century ideas on theodicy—a link with Smith’s natural theology which I

explore in the following section.

3. MARKET THEODICY: A SHORT
EXCURSUS ON SMITH AND LEIBNIZ

Smith’s theodicy is commonly associated with Augustinian theology and
Newtonian ‘divine physics’. However, Smith’s theological debt @Qn:.mm
far beyond Newton to the wider Enlightenment critique of Zmo-EmﬁoEmm
metaphysics and medieval theism, as well as to the influence of Jansenist
Augustinianism—as I have argued in the previous sections. In the present
section, I will suggest that Smith’s own version of theodicy in terms of gen-
eral and special providence cannot be fully understood without reference to
some elements of Leibniz’s philosophical theology.

Before I spell out this argument, let me make clear that Smith differs
from Leibniz in at least two respects. First, Leibniz’s system is built on the

idea of God’s original design of the world and its evolution, not on regular

natural or moral laws and irregular divine intervention. Second, Leibniz
places greater emphasis on providence than human agency. By contrast,
Smith repeatedly stresses the importance of human cooperation with mEE.o
providential action. For instance, he writes in the Theory of Moral Senti-
ments that “[bly acting according to the dictates of our moral faculties, we
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necessarily pursue the most effectual means for promoting the happiness
of mankind, and may therefore be said, in some sense, to cooperate with
the Deity, and to advance as far as in our power the plan of Providence”'.

There are nonetheless a series of similarities between Leibniz’s and
Smith’s use of the concept of theodicy. Since Leibniz first coined this term,
the theological reasoning which informs the modern concept of theodicy
is that God somehow considered each and every possible world before
deciding on which one to actualize. Logically speaking, God could have
chosen to create another world with a different kind of natural law or
indeed without any natural laws at all. However, divine perfection implies
that God must have created “le meilleur des mondes possibles”—the best
of all possible worlds, as G. W. Leibniz put it in his essay Théodicée of
1710. As a result of Leibniz’s principle of sufficient reason and his prin-
ciple of plenitude, the mark of the divinely chosen world is that it contains
more existing things and actual events than any other set of individual
substances (or monads).

Based on this crude summary, it is possible to highlight at least two par-
allels between Leibniz and Smith. First of all, divine benevolence, accord-
ing to Leibniz, signifies that “the best of all possible worlds” minimizes evil
and that actual evil happens for the greater good of the greatest number.
Smith would have disagreed with the former argument, but not with the
latter—as the above quoted passage in the Theory of Moral Sentiments
attests {TMS, VI, ii, 3). Like Leibniz and unlike Augustine, Smith believes
that evil is somehow part of God’s providential plan. Second, for Leibniz
“the best of all possible worlds” embodies the highest possibilities because
it constitutes the fullest set of present and future actualities. Moreover,
God’s benevolent providence for the world takes the shape of a kind of pre-
determined harmony among all actual and potential things. Smith (and his
fellow Scots political economists) embraced the idea of a ‘natural order of
things’ in which divine providential intervention—in the form of the ‘invis-
ible hand of the market’—helps actualize the world’s highest possibilities.

However, this sort of theodicy implies that the whole of created reality
is no more than the totality of actual events (past, present and future) and
that as such there are no other potentialities that could lead to alterna-
tive actualities. Since market activity represents active human cooperation
with God’s intervening providence in pursuit of happiness and prosperity,
the institutions and practices of commercial society as advocated by Smith
are assumed to embody both God’s plan for the world and human striv-
ing for self-fulfilment. In consequence, Smith’s idea of an immanent and
“finitized’ providential arrangement precludes any order other than that
which is produced by the ‘invisible hand of the market’. This, coupled with
Ockham’s idea of natural laws imposed through absolute divine power,
curtails human agency and raises questions about how humanist Smith’s
political economy really is. Perhaps the rehabilitation of Smith’s project is
not so progressive after all.
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Taken to its logical conclusion, his account makes the Ew%mﬁlmnm:_mﬁmm
by the state—both necessary and sufficient for n.rn attainment of ?.h:m.u
happiness and the general interest. Compared with his contemporaries in
the Italian Enlightenment, what is striking is the extent to irun.r mB.;T is
committed to the state and market and just how suspicious he is of inter-
mediary institutions of civil society like trading guilds. Indeed, there is in
Smith’s political economy a primacy of the logic of contract vm.mmm on mar-
ket exchange and the commercial society over the logic of m_m?mxnrm.mmo
based on reciprocal trust and mutual giving. The former merely requires
the weak, thin ties of public virtue, whereas the EQQ. is confined to ‘mrm
strong, thick bonds of family and friends. It is this shift from the Hﬁmrm.n
Renaissance tradition of civil economy to the Scottish Enlightenment tradi-
tion of political economy which I explore in the final section.

4. FROM CIVIL TO POLITICAL ECONOMY

Since divine providence underpins the market mechanism, m:.iﬁw‘m con-
ception of theodicy links justice to the operation of a commercial society.
Contrary to crude caricature, the latter’s moral GWLOmomrM and political
economy are not limited to the atomism of narrow .mm_m-_annmmﬁ or an
alienating division of labour. In fact, Smith himself rejected n.rm atomism
of early modern political economy, which we owe to Mandeville, Eo_u_uwm
and Locke, in favour of a richer anthropology centred on EOHm_ senti-
ments, relational knowledge as well as private and public 52:.8%. But
he views the market as unconstrained by the strong bonds of interper-
sonal ties and in some sense prior to the sociality which market relations
make possible, as I have already hinted at. For Smith, o:.q the liberty m.:a
equality of commercial society generate the trust on which fellow-feeling
and social bonds depend.

In this manner, he introduces a double split: first, between the quest m.On
happiness and the exercise of virtue; second, between private, Bo,n& vir-
tues such as prudence and benevolence, on the one hand, and public, civic
virtues such as liberty and equality, on the other hand. As such, he departs
from the emphasis in the Italian Enlightenment on the mutual m%Emm.nr.%
that binds together what we now call civil society and nv.m market—a civic
economy wherein market exchange is embedded in relations of mutuality
and reciprocity. For instance, Paolo Mattia Doria defines “commerce as
‘mutuo soccorso’, mutual assistance [ ... that] requires both rvm.ﬁ% and
security of contracts, which in turn depend on trust (fede) and u.:mnno.&w.

Contrary to the Neapolitan School, Smith is adamant that nr.m virtues
of sympathy and benevolence only operate at the Bwnnﬂ Emw of interper-
sonal relations, producing strong, thick bonds between individuals wom:m
together by personal ties of family or friendship. Unlike the Neapolitan
account, sympathy and benevolence are absent from the macro level of
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weaker, thinner ties among individuals who are not bound together by
personal bonds: “Men, though naturally sympathetic, feel so little for one
another, with whom they have no particular connection, in comparison of
what they feel for themselves; the misery of one, who is merely their fellow-
creature, is of so little importance to them in comparison even of a small
inconveniency of theif own”?*. Smith’s emphasis on “cooperation without
benevolence”*—a recurrent theme linking the Theory of Moral Sentiments
to the Wealth of Nations*—has profound implications for exchanges in
the marketplace where agents treat economic relations as an instrument
to attain self-interested objectives. The practices of production, trade and
consumption are sundered from mutual sympathy and benevolence. As a
result, only divine intervention can providentially blend self-interest and
instrumental relations with the pursuit of efficiency and public happiness.

Moreover, market relations are now seen as the precondition rather than
the outcome of sociality. Indeed, Smith writes that

society may subsist among different men, as among different mer-
chants, from a sense of its utility, without any mutual love or affection;
and though no man in it should owe any obligation, or be bound in
gratitude to any other, it may still be upheld by a mercenary exchange
of good offices according to an agreed valuation [ . .. ] Society, how-
ever, cannot subsist among those who are at all times ready to hurt and
injure one another [ . . . ] Beneficence, therefore, is less essential to the
-existence of society than justice®”.

In this light, one can suggest that Smith’s anthropology hovers halfway
between Bernard Mandeville’s dubious claim that public virtue is somehow
the unintended consequence of private vice, on the one hand, and the Nea-
politan insistence that the civic institutions and virtuous practices of civil
life are indispensable for transforming the individual pursuit of self-interest
into public happiness, on the other hand.

Smith’s defense of commercial society provides a key thematic link
between the Theory of Moral Sentiments and the Wealth of Nations. In
the former, the market as a universal human institution is a precondition
for the free exercise of private virtues. In the latter, the market as a univer- -
sal mechanism of resource allocation is a precondition for the free pursuit
of the “natural propensity to truck, barter and exchange” in ways that are
individually and collectively beneficial. As such, only a commercial soci-
ety is capable of overcoming the hierarchical, vertical and iniquitous rela-
tions of feudalism in favour of egalitarian, horizontal and just relations
of capitalism. In fact, Smith champions commercial society as a concrete
instantiation of both social and moral progress, “valuable not only because
it creates wealth, but also because of the nature of market relationships:
‘Nobody but a beggar chooses to depend chiefly upon the benevolence of
his fellow citizens’”3.
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Yet at the same time, Smith’s commercial society weakens the thick,
strong relations of Genovesi’s civil economy by supplanting intermediary
associations. Smith’s critique of fraternities, guilds and a host of other self-
regulating institutions is well-known. In the name of market mxnrwmm.mv
he condemns such and similar intermediary bodies as obstacles to public
well-being. That’s what lies behind the famous statement in the Wealth of

Nations that

people of the same trade seldom meet together, even for merriment and
diversion, but the conversation ends in a conspiracy against the public,
or in some contrivance to raise prices [ . . . . But though the law cannot
hinder people of the same trade from sometimes assembling together,
it ought to do nothing to facilitate such assemblies; much less to render

them necessary”.

By contrast, a @Ho,@om civil economy is organized around the primacy of
human relationships which reflect the relational nature of all created beings
and engender associations at all levels of life—from the family mnm.zﬁ
household via neighbourhoods and local communities to regions, nations
and the polity. .

Crucially, Smith’s insistence on the instrumental nature of human self-
interest and the market mechanism leads him to separate the economy from
the civic virtues which embed markets, govern civil economy and pursue
the common good in which all can share. The common good so config-
ured transcends the artificial gulf between the individual sphere and the
collective realm. Likewise, civic virtues such as reciprocal assistance and
mutualism, which are ultimately grounded in the logic of gift-exchange, cut
across the equally artificial division of private and public values. By ‘dis-
embedding’ the market from the relational framework of human relations
and associations, Smith abandons key elements of the tradition of civil
economy. Even though he shares the language of virtue with Genovesi .wcm
other representatives of the Neapolitan school of civil economy, Smith’s
insistence on the autonomy of market exchange within the framework of
a commercial society shifts the focus away from the gratuitousness of gift-
exchange to the contractuality of commercial market exchange.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Smith’s modern project of political economy marks a decisive break from the
Renaissance and Romantic vision of civil economy that was expressed by
figures as diverse as Vico, Genovesi and Cudworth. Arguably, this break is
also part of a wider split within the European Enlightenment between a more
metaphysically realist Romanticism and an ontologically transcendentalist
idealism that is paradoxically compatible with the scientific positivism and
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the hedonic utilitarianism which came to shape modern economics. What
transcendental philosophy and positivist science share in common is a fun-
damental dualism between pure nature and the supernatural.

At the level of economics, this translates into a separation of human con-
tract and divine gift. Smith’s theological debt to Newtonian divine physics,
coupled with element$ of Jansenist Augustinianism and Leibnizian theod-
icy, underpins his whole moral philosophy and political economy—notably
his questionable claim that market exchange should not be constrained by
strong, thick ties of interpersonal relations and the exercise of both private,
moral and public, civic virtue.

NOTES
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Scazzieri and Stefano Zamagni at the University of Bologna on 11 December
2009. My thanks go to all the participants for their incisive comments and
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10 Man and Society in Adam
Smith’s Natural Morality

The Impartial Spectator, the Man
of System and the Invisible Hand

Ross B. Emmett

Whatever the status and meaning of his “invisible hand”, Adam Smith
claims that a visible hand may control our actions in society!. The visible
hand, belonging to the man of system, appears in The Theory of Moral
Sentiments (hereafter TMS)?: “The man of system . .. seems to imagine
that he can arrange the different members of a great society with as much
ease as the hand arranges the different pieces upon a chess-board” (TMS
VLii.17). Unlike the invisible hand, which is usually interpreted as operat-
ing to the benefit of everyone in society, the visible hand of the TMS is used
to benefit only the man of system, who “is apt to be very wise in his own
conceit; and is often so enamoured with the supposed beauty of his own
ideal plan of government, that he cannot suffer the smallest deviation from
any part of it” {TMS VLii.17).

My purpose is to develop an understanding of the operation of the vis-
ible hand in TMS that will contribute to our understanding of the operation’
of the invisible hand in the Wealth of Nations (hereafter WN). In order
to do this, we will need to contrast the man of system—of whom Smith
n_.mmlw does not approve, with the praiseworthy figure of the “wise and
virtuous man”, who in his public form is “prompted altogether by human-
ity and benevolence” (TMS VLii.17). To understand the contrast between
these two figures, we will need to examine Smith’s theory of moral devel-
opment in TMS and, in particular, the “impartial spectator”, whose study
of human motivation through observation of the diversity of our actions
.mrmtnm our capacity to both judge the motives of our present actions and
inform our future ones. We will find that the partiality of the man of sys-
tem’s perspective not only limits his contribution, but makes his perspective
detrimental to the benefit of society.

. Our analysis of Smith’s theory of moral development will raise the ques-
tion: what social system would the “wise and virtuous man”—the man



